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BOER COLONIZATION IN THE SOUTHWEST
DALE C. MALUY

IN

of the twentieth century, a small group of
emigres from South Africa established an unusual but thriving
colony along the lower Rio Grande below Las Cruces. The settlers
wererefugees from the recent South African War (1899-1902) in
which Queen Victoria's forces outlasted a small army of farmers
known as Boers. Since· 1835, these descendants of Dutch, French
Huguenot and German immigrants to the Cape Colony had been
migrating inland to avoid domination by the British government.
Discovery of gold in Transvaal, a Boer republic, and the inevitable
rush in the 1880s made Great Britain realize that she had been
remiss in allowing those agrarian settlers their freedom. For some
of the veterans of the lost Boer cause, especially those "irreconcilabIes" who refused to swear allegiance to the British Crown,a new
and much longer trek began. This time it extended across the
Atlantic and eventually terminated near the small village of Chamberino, New Mexico, in 1905.
General William D. Snyman was the £.rst senior Boer officer to
arrive in the United States. He was a fugitive with a price of
10,000 English pounds on his' head? Upon arrival in this country
inApril 19°1, he visited with President Theodore Roosevelt who
was sympathetic to the Boer cause. 2 Apparently the meeting was
cordial since due to the intervention of the President more Boer
colonists were permitted' to land in New York without detention
by immigration authorities at Ellis ISland. 3 Tugs were sent to disembark fhe special passengers before their ships doeked. 4
THE FIRST DECADE

94

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW LII:2 1977

Benjamin J. Viljoen, lieutenant general and formerly the second
highest ranking officer in the Boer forces, arrived in New York on
December I, 1902. Captured by the British on January 25, 1902,
he had been a prisoner of war on St. Helena until his release in
September of that year. Since he refused to swear allegiance to
King Edward VII, he was banished from British soil forever. 5
The arrival of such a noted person as Viljoen excited American
railroad officials, especially when they discovered he was interested
in finding lands for his countrymen. Although he assured everyone concerned that he was without funds and that his people were
equally destitute, colony seekers took him in hand. He was shown
Maine, Connecticut, the Middle West, the Far West, Wyoming,
Arkansas, all parts of Texas, and California. The promoters' efforts
were all for naught. 6 Viljoen knew what he wanted, and he joined
General Snyman at El Paso, Texas to investigate possibilities for
settlement in the Republic of Mexico. 7
Snyman had toured Mexico alone in October 19°2, in a private
car placed at his disposal by the Mexican National Railroad. s He
met with the Mexican finance minister and was assured that anything the Boers asked for within reason would be granted. The
Mexican government agreed to acquire land for the settlers, and
Snyman picked out a tract of 4°0,000 acres near Jimenez in southeastern Chihuahua. However, when he returned to Mexico City
with Viljoen to finalize the colonization scheme, Snyman discovered that he had been dealing with the wrong man. He had not
talked to General Porfirio Diaz. Owners of the land demanded
$350,000, and the Mexican government could not afford it. ,After
expressing his regrets Diaz advised the two generals to look at land
in the Yaqui Valley in Sonora. 9
Viljoen and Snyman were favorably impressed with the soil in
the Yaqui Valley, butthe land was heavily wooded and in a generally prirnitivestaie.If the government wouldgive·.them aid to
put the 'land' inc:ohdidon for settlement, they' were', interested.
They were' imptessed~ith the climate, Guaymas, and the people,
themajorityofwhom wanted the Boers to settle there: After fuF
filling speaking 'eilgage'ments'in ETPaso,Viljoen and'Suyman
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would return to Mexico City to consult with the proper authorities
during the first week of March 1903.10
Observers of the Boers received no news concerning the settlers"
negotiations with Diaz for the Yaqui Valley land until Snyman
returned toEI Paso'on July 30. Instead of settling in western
Sonora, the Boers had begun improving a huge hacienda some
fifty miles southeast of Chihuahua City near the confluence of the
Rio Conchos and Rio San Pedro. Only seven families had assumed
allotted holdings, but General Viljoen was in Johannesburg makingarrangements for increasing the population.l l
Snyman had negotiated a contract with the Mexican governmentwhich permitted the establishment of agriculture and industrial colonies or settlements on the Hacienda de Santa Rosalia,
situated in the municipality of ]ulimes, district of Camargo, in the
state of Chihuahua, and on any' other lands he might acquire. He
was also advanced $50,000 toward the purchase of the hacienda.
Since he had contiactedJor a loan of $ 15°,000 on the lanas under
first mortgage, the government gave him twenty five years to repay
the $5°,'000, taking a second mortgage on the property.12 .
Within thirty-six months from December 29, 1903, Snyrnan
was required to have fifty families of colonists, consisting of not
less than 200 persons, on the hacienda. The contract provided for
partitioning of the lands among the families and all were eXpected
to become Mexican citizens immediately. Boer settlers were exempt
from military service except in case of a foreign invasion. They
were also exempt from all taxation except municipal and stamp
tax and iinpoit duties on farming implements they brought into
the country; 13
.
On November 28,1903, Snyman was in the best of spirits. He
had received word that Viljoenhad sailed from Capetown, South
AfriCa on November 4 withten families who were expectedto
arrive in· a w~ek.Henni'ng Van Aswegiil', e~gaged to· Snym~n's
daughter,·was scheduled 'to' arrive: in'February'1904,i~fith ten
more famITies. Snyrnan~s ·brother-·wouldc;f611ow:·i~ Ap~il.'With
another t~rf;By spring' thecolb~ywortld·corisist'bf'thirty-seveh
familiesaTldcould bec:onsidered successfully la1111thed':i4
.,
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During the summer of 1905, Boers were still passing through
£1 Paso and down the Mexican National Railroad to their colony
in Chihuahua. However, that was also the year that settlers started
moving back north to the United States.
Benjamin Viljoen and his father, for example, were in the
Mesilla Valley north of £1 Paso in November negotiating with
owners of tracts of land suitable for a colony site. He explained
that many of the Boers were disheartened by unpleasant experiences with Mexican officials. They feared that they would never
be able to secure titles to land and many of them were ready to
move. Farming was the Boers' only vocation, and the Rio Grande
Valley appeared to offer the best nearby opportunity in the United
States. 15 The South African immigrants might also have been
prompted to migrate by the recurririg damage caused by devastating floods. At the confluence of the two rivers where the colony
was located, rampaging waters frequently uprooted young trees
and buried gardens under a crust of Silt. 16 This is probably why
the Boers were able to acquire the hacienda in the £lrst place.
Benjamin Viljoen bought 750 acres on the west side of the Rio
Grande near Chamberino which was formerly the MorIey Ranch
in the old Refugio Colony Grant. 17 He selected this tract for his
home and those of his people because "the location offered everything they needed; the land was comparatively cheap, and the soil
was marvelously fertile. Water for irrigation was assured, and he
had heard talk of a large water control project to the north which
would prevent spring Roods. Agriculture was in its infancy in the
Mesilla Valley, and new arrivals couldstart even with the rest of
the settlers. Viljoen doubted that the colony could go wrong with
a market such as £1 Paso close by. But most of all the hot dry
climate reminded him of home in T ransvaal. 18
Upon arrival in New Mexico, Viljoen and his people were faced
with the monumental task of making a living and building a future.
Practically penniless, alinost discouraged, and locatedforthe most
part on virgin land, they were held together by ties of blood, common SOITmvs and common losses. It was necessary to outline a plan
and this was developed forthwith ina gathering under abig grove
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Area within which Boer farms were established.
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of cottonwood trees. 19 Cooperation was absolutely necessary if the
colony was to survive. Each man was to own his own land and
machinery, but farm equipment was to be common property for
the time being. One man was to buy a plow, another man a harrow,
a third a seed drill, and so on. No one man could afford to buy all
the implements he needed so everyone would use them in turn. 20
Cooperation would also be practiced in the cultivation of crops.
There would be no interference with one another's produce. One
man was to grow potatoes on a commercial basis. Another specialized in onions, a third in beans, and so on until some specialty was
assigned to each man. Viljoen and his brother opted for potatoes
and raised five acres using no other implements than shovels and
hoes. By selling them from door to door in the towns they netted
a thousand dollars. 21
Everyone lived on bread, cheese and milk in the first year until
the colony's gardens started to produce. Two of the best talkers in
the colony were sent to El Paso and elsewhere to create a market
for vegetables. Nothing was sold unless it was clean and attractive
looking. A steady market for everything they raised was created by
supplying the best possible product which was satisfying to the eye
as well as the palate. 22 In a remarkably short time the ambitious
and thrifty Boers transformed their property into a veritable vegetable garden. They rapidly became prosperous and expanded their
acreage until it was estimated that they owned or farmed some
1700 acres. 23 Four Viljoen brothers had joined their father to become partners in what was known as the Lucerne ranch. This
family was the driving force which made the colony thrive. 24 To
keep in step with their increased prominence, the Viljoen brothers
incorporated a real estate firm which advertised in the £1 Paso
papers. The general was listed in New Mexico business directories as a notary public. 25 Mrs. Myrtle Viljoen, wife of the general,
was appointed postmistress at Chamberino on July 2, 1907, and
held that position until January I I, 19°9, when she resigned. 26
BY'1908 the Boer colony in New Mexico numbered between
twenty and thirty families who occupied lands on'both sides of the
moGrande. Theywereclu.stered in the area north of Chamberino
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Benjamin and Myrtle Viljoen. PliotecoUrtesy 'of .Catherine· 'ta~ence;. La ·Mesa,·
New Mexico.
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and south of La Mesa with Berino on the eastern edge. Gerhurdus
Adolphus Z. Snyman, brother of General Snyman, settled at the
latter place. Some six other families who were followers of Gerhurdus Snyman migrated north to Fabens, Texas, about thirty
miles down the river from EI Paso. General Snym:m remained in
Chihuahua on a ranch that he had bought at Meoqui near the old
colony.27
Although the leaders were becoming prominent men in society,
the average Boer lacked education and rennements of modern culture. Farming and cattle-raising were the only professions he knew.
Home to him was spelled with capital letters and was second only
to the Bible. Religion was nrst and uppermost in his mind, and he
consulted the Old Testament in everything he did. 28 Hospitality
and kindness were not only habit but also his delight. No stranger
was ever turned away from his door. Mesilla Valley people laughingly declared that the Boers had fed every living tramp from the
notorious "A-No. I" on down, and one of the younger people was
always prepared to ply even the most casual visitor with coffee and
Dutch cookies. The women followed the Old World custom of
taking refreshments to the men in the nelds in mid-morning and
mid-afternoon. Even the Mexican laborers were required to partake. 29
Viljoen's colonists were not in the least disposed to clannishness.
The whole countryside for twenty miles around collected periodically at the big ranch house of Chris Viljoen for a dance. On those
occasions Americans considerably outnumbered the Boers. Singingstirring strains of the old Tnmsvaal anthem was always d~
manded on such occasions, and the South Africans obliged with
gusto. so
One area in which the average Boer was not lacking was pronciency in languages. He spoke English, Dutch, and Spanish.
Some spoke Portuguese East African patois and one or more Kaffir
or Zulu dialects. (It was said that swearing at a balky mule in Kaffir
was most effective.) They also got along splendidly with their
Mexican employees; The small village of Berino on the Santa Fe
Railroad was practically supported by them. S!
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U sing common sense and ingenuity the Boers solved a problem
that had been holding up development of the rich land to the west
of the Rio Grande. The river channel was very shallow· and was
characterized by sharp horseshoe bends. When the water rose in
the spring these features invariably caused destructive flooding.
The Boers rectified the problem by digging small straight ditches
across the necks of the bends with jetties exten.ding out from the
opposite bank to deflect the water into them. When the water rose
the ditches soon enlarged and carried the entire volume with increased velocity which lowered the river. 32 Viljoen said that three
cutoffs made by the farmers saved a large and fertile section of
land around Chamberino from high water. Thousands of acres
were placed in alfalfa and crops which had been abandoned for
years. Where the old crooked channels were only about a foot deep,
the new ones were four to six feet deep. 33
Application of this method of flood control nearly resulted in an
armed conflict in March of 1910. The group from the east side of
the river cut a channel aetoss a bend on the west side of the river.
The "west siders" filled up the upper end with bales of hay which
turned the stream into the old channel again. Armed guards were
posted, and the "east siders" declared that they would re'-Open their
ditch by force if necessary. Viljoen, who was the leader of the "east
siders," attempted to moderate but to no avail. Finally, the dispute
was settled by District Judge Merritt Mechem in favor of the east
side, since the land through which the channel had been dug belonged to the Boers. M
In the spring of 1908 Viljoen wrote an article concerning irrigation in the Mesilla Valley which received widespread publicity in
the news media, and was made a part of the Report of the Territorial Engineer for 1910. A more immediate result of his writing
was an appointment from Governor george Curry to be a delegate
to the National Irrigation Congress at Albuquerque in September

Oh9 08 . 35
Improvements in flood control and irrigation were hot the only
issues taken up by the progressive-minded Boers. They quickly
realized that they had to protect their market for alfalfa·· which
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rapidly became their money crop. Under the leadership of Viljoen,
the Western Mesilla Valley Farmers Association was formed in
1906. This first farmers' organization in New Mexico was successful in setting the prices and establishing the grade and weight of
alfalfa hay which was shipped. As a result prices were never lower
than ten dollars pet ton nor higher than seventeen. The £1 Paso
middle men were cut out of the picture, and the alfalfa growers
were no longer dependent upon them. Viljoen's group later combined with other organizations in the lower Rio Grande Valley to
form the Southern New Mexico Farmers Association. 36
As a concerned representative of the farmers west of the river,
Viljoen conducted a continuous campaign in the press for improvement of transportation facilities. He chided the £1 Paso business
community for not recognizing the immense possibilities for agriculture in the Rio Grande Valley. If they had, they would not have
tolerated the outrageous railroad service then available. He praised
the soil which produced two tons of alfalfa per acre for four cuttings annually, with the possibility of a fifth. Onions, turnips, cabbage and other crops produced fifty percent more than he had seen
elsewhere. The markets were ample and prices satisfactory, but
instead of being only twenty miles away they might as well have
been two hundred. There were 16,000 acres of irrigable land
available west of the river but less than one third was under cultivation. Men of enterprise were afraid to tackle farming where
transportation was so undependable. Trains were normally a day
late, and the probability of produce arriving at its proper destination was questionable. In many cases it was unloaded at an empty
siding and stolen.37
.Passenger travel by rail, the normal method of going to either
£1 Paso or Las Cruces, was no better. Only one passenger train a
day each way, usually late, either caused an overnight stay in town
or a crossing of the Rio Grande at night, a hazardous undertaking
in a buggy. A petition presented to the Santa Fe Railroad in February 1909 by the farmers asked for the addition of another train
to provide daylight service both ways.3S
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Railroad service was not the only transportation problem that
bothered the Boers. They were always ready to help whenever
work was required to aid the community; however, the inefficiency
of road· maintenance and failure of others to participate caused
ViIjoen to write another of his letters to the news media. The system in use at that time called for all· male inhabitants between
twenty-one and sixty years of age to perform three days work annually on public roads. Failure to respond was considered a felony,
punishable by fine or imprisonment. There was poor response, no
prosecution of delinquents, and consequently no visible sign of
road-making in southern Dona Ana County. Work consisted mainly of cutting down sunflowers and mesquite. Viljoen suggested a
system of taxes, and asked that construction and maintenance jobs
be put up for bids, the procedure that was later followed. 89
Viljoen's activities in Dona Ana County plus his record in the
Boer War prompted "Old Rough Rider" George Curry to appoint him an aide-de-camp to the governor with the rank of ColoneJ.4° However, neither that honor nor any other affected him as
much as the one he received in January I909. Standing before
Federal Judge Frank W. Parker in Las Cruces, he received the
papers admitting him to full citizenship. The first Boer to become
an American citizen was overcome with emotion as he made a
short speech saying that every member of his colony had vowed to
follow his footsteps.41 Other honors came to Viljoen in I909 as
well. He was again appointed a delegate to represent the territory
at the National Irrigation Congress to be held in Spokane, Washington. 42 At the last minute the governor was unable to attend, and
Viljoen delivered the address Curry was scheduled to make. 48
George Curry resigned in the fall of I909 effective February 28,
I9IO. President William Howard Taft appointed William J. Mills
of Las·Vegas, Chief Justice of the Territorial Supreme Court, to
succeed to the governorship. With the blessings of both Curry and
Mills, Viljoen, the brand new citizen and good Republican, became involved in politics for the first and.only time. He applied
for appointment to the position of collector of customs for the Dis-
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trict of El Paso, Texas. 44 Roosevelt had established a precedent
when he appointed Pat Garrett, a New Mexican. Now the New
Mexicans felt that a similar appointment should be made to replace the incumbent, Alfred 1. Sharpe. However, Viljoen's chances
proved to be very slim. Sharpe not only had the support of J. A.
Smith, £1 Paso political boss, but also that of Frank H. Hitchcock,
Postmaster General of the United States. 45 Another factor which
assured Viljoen's defeat was his lack of support from Judge Albert
Bacon Fall who backed W. W. Cox, a San Augustin cattleman. 46
Before Curry left office he launched Viljoen on a very short and
completely inactive career in the New Mexico National Guard.
He was commissioned asa major to rank from February I, 1910,
and was assigned to the 1st Regiment of Infantry as a battalion
commander. His resignation was effective June 21, 1910, with no
apparent reason. 47 He was recommissioned as Captain almost four
years later on April 25, 1914, and placed on the unassigned list
where he remained until his death. 48 Governor Mills did not reappoint him as aide-de-camp, but did name him as a delegate to
the 2nd Annual National Conservation Congress held in St. Paul,
Minnesota, September 6-9, 1910. And for the third straight year
he was appointed a delegate to the National Irrigation Congress
to be held in Pueblo, Colorado. 49
Following his inauguration as territorial governor on March I,
1910, Mills toured the territory, making appearances in the majority of the county seats. On April I, he was greeted in Las Cruces
by a huge celebration and parade which featured an unusual
marching group. Ten pairs of Boers rode past the reviewing stand
carrying two Rags, the Stars and Stripes of the United States and
the Vierkleur (four colors) of the Transvaal Republic. Led by
General Viljoen and another pillar of the Boer community, former
Captain Nicholas Van Gass, the marchers were dressed in uniforms tailored by the local community for the occasion; during the
Boer War the only ones who wore uniforms were those who managed to steal them from the British. 50
Apparently overRowing with good will following their celebration and Viljoen's announcement that two more families from
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South Africa had joined his colony, the citizens of Las Cruces
planned another affair. Newspapers stated that there was a movement afoot to hold a public reception at the armory for all the Boer
residents. 51 A banquet and ball were being planned for some time
in June. The purpose, of the party was to get acquainted and to
show the Boers that their selection of the Mesilla Valley as their
new home was appreciated. 52 Whether this affair was ever carried out is questionable; no mention of it was made in the newspapers. This display of good will toward the Boers in 1910 is a
rather curious one indeed. In that year the Union of South Africa
was formed with the government under control of a political party
headed by two old Boer leaders, Jan Smuts and Louis Botha, and
it is possible the citizens of Dona Ana County were afraid the
energetic new neighbors might return to Africa. Viljoen had been.
offered a high position in the government and turned it down. 53
In February 191 I, Viljoen received an offer from an irrigation
project near Las Vegas, New Mexico, to move some of his people
there. The land was on the property of J. D. Hand at Los Alamos
a few miles north of that city. Viljoen persuaded his friel!-ds Jo remain in the Mesilla Valley after dose inspection of the conditions.
He argued that they had enjoyed encouraging success up to that
time, and with the Elephant Butte project a certainty it would be·
foolish to leave. 54 Nevertheless, his travels indicated .that the old
warrior must have been getting restless. Viljoen made a trip to
Washington, D.C. in April 1911 as part of a delegation forstatehood. Among others in the group were George Curry, Albert BaCOn Fall, J. Y. Hewett and H. B. Fergusson. 55 After his return he
appeared in EI Paso in the company of Mexican revolutionary
Francisco 1. Madero. 56
Viljoen served as a military advisor to Madero in the revolution
of 1911 and was present at the surrender of Juarez on May 11.57
How many other Boers were with him is unknown, but there were
at least twO. 58 Among the many other soldiers of fortune was Guiseppi Garibaldi, grandson of the great Italian patriot. Having
fought in the Boer War on the British side, he had little respect for
his old adversary. 59 However, when the campaign was over Madero
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Above: Nicholas Van Gass, former captain in the Boer Army, in 1914. Photo courtesy of Catherine Lawrence.
Below: Viljoen (second from right) as advisor to Madero's troops in Juarez. From
Timothy Turner, Bullets, Bottles, and Gardenias (Dallas, 1935).
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tenninated Garibaldi's services and retained Viljoen. 60 With his
wife, Viljoen accompanied Mad~ro to Mexico City. To relieve his
asthma, he spent two months at the San Lorenzo baths at Tehuacan. 61 After he had recuperated sufficiently, he acted as a peace
commissioner among the Yaqui Indians. 62 III health prevented him
from completing his mission successfully. By spring of 1913 he
was almost complete!y bedridden. 63
General Viljoen recovered his health sufficiently to write a
scenario for a motion picture which depicted the struggles of Huguenots in South Africa based on a book that he had written. The
Planet Motion Picture Company was to have filmed it on location
in the Mesilla Valley and at Santa Fe with Viljoen as technical
advisor, but he did not live to accomplish this task. 64 He died of
pneumonia at La Mesa on January 14, 1917.65
Viljoen's death marked the end of the Boer settlement in the
Mesilla Valley. His wife moved to El Paso where she ran the
Fischer Hotel and remarried; she died in Dallas in 1950. The Gerhurdus Snyman family made the proposed moveto Las Vegas. One
of Viljoen's brothers and the general's son moved to California.
The rest of the colony, as far as can be detennined, returned to
South Africa. 66
Few attempts were made to publicize the Boer settlers during
the short period of their stayin New Mexico, but other peers in
the agricultural community of the Mesilla Valley were well aware
of their existence. Their acreage was always in better condition
than that of other American neighbors; a fact which the old timers
were quick to admit. They set examples by their industry and
fanning methods which were worthy of imitation. Five years after
their arrival the Boers were recognized as the most successful cultivatorsof irrigated land in the Southwest.
In an' area where the land was considered a poor risk at best because of the annual devastation by the Rio Grande they prospered.
Due ,t? their ingenuity in flood control and progressive idea's in
irrigation, the Boers were direct agents in causing the value of cultivated land in the Mesilla Valley to double. Their lush fanns were
excellent advertisements for settlement and indicators of future
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economic growth. These two factors were both essential in New
Mexico's drive for statehood.
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